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REMARKS
Welcoming the Board of Directors
of The Associated Press
to the
American Antiquarian Society
of Worcester, Massachusetts, 
on
Monday, October 25, 1976,
by James Russell Wiggins,
President of the American Antiquarian Society
The American Antiquarian Society is pleased to welcome to 
this library the officers and directors of The Associated Press. It 
is especially gratifying to welcome you here in this Bicentennial 
year. The great library in which we stand is, or ought to be, a 
veritable shrine, sanctuary, and spiritual retreat of your 
profession, if we may use such terminology.
Two hundred years ago, in the closing decades of the 
Eighteenth Century, a mere handful of weekly newspapers 
roused the people of the British colonies in North America to 
indignant resentment at policies of the government of Great 
Britain which they felt disregarded the historic rights of the 
colonies and violated the English constitution. They fanned that 
resentment into rebellion. Then they helped direct that rebellion 
toward independence. Thereafter they joined in fashioning a new 
nation.
One of their number, Isaiah Thomas of the Massachusetts  
Spy, brought his press from Boston to Worcester on the eve of the 
Battle of Lexington, and continued the publication of his 
newspaper here. At the close of the Revolution, he shared with 
Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and other patriots an anxiety that 
the written and printed records of the nation’s birth might be 
neglected and allowed to perish. He began to collect these 
records. In 1812 he established this library, which has become 
the repository of more written and printed material of the 
Revolutionary period than exists anywhere else in the world.
If he had intended to contrive only a monument to a great 
period in our history and to the role of newspaperman in that 
history, he would have deserved great credit for his effort. What 
he achieved was not only a memorial to the past but an archive of 
infinite use and value to the present and to the future, for the 
country weeklies that labored to help bring forth a nation 
fashioned, at the same time, a doctrine of freedom of the press 
which went far beyond any of the conceptions of Blackstone and 
Fox.
They perceived that if a free press is to serve a free society, 
it must have the right to get information, the right to print it 
without prior restraint, the right to print without fear of 
sanguinary reprisal for publication alleged to be wrong (either by 
government acting under law or by mobs acting in defiance of the 
law), the right of access to the materials of publication, and the 
right to distribute.
This view of freedom of the press, and the American view of 
other liberties, was not welcomed by a waiting world. The 
sentiment of the world, on the contrary, was largely hostile to 
freedom, as it is today. There are few more apt descriptions of 
that hostility than the eloquent address of Samuel Williams, 
pastor of the First Church of Bradford, on December 15, 1774. He 
then said:
“ ....many governments by force and fraud, have gradually 
extended their influence and power; till they have brought the 
people into such a total subjection to their rulers, as to leave them 
wholly at their mercy for whatever they enjoy. This is the case 
with far the greater part of the human race. All Asia is over-run 
with this plague. Her amazing numbers, fertility, and wealth, are 
not allowed to minister to the ease and comfort of her 
inhabitants, but only to the will and pleasure of her imperial
tyrants, and European plunderers and oppressors------To such
a degree of abasement and degradation are her wretched 
inhabitants reduced, that the very idea of Liberty is unknown 
amongst them. In Africa, scarce any human beings are to be
found but barbarians, tyrants, and slaves: all equally remote 
from the true dignity of human nature, and from a well-regulated 
state of society. Nor is Europe free from the curse. Most of her 
nations are forced to drink of the bitter cup. And in those in 
which freedom seems to have been established, the vital flame 
has gone out. Two kingdoms, those of Sweden and Poland, have 
been betrayed and enslaved in the course of one year. The free 
towns of Germany can remain free no longer than their potent 
neighbours shall please to let them. Holland has got the forms, if 
she has lost the spirit of a free country; Switzerland alone is in 
the full and safe possession of her freedom.”
There is a disquietingly contemporary ring to this 
melancholy recital. We have seen every semblance of press 
freedom disappear in Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, in very 
recent times. And we have latterly witnessed, to our dismay, the 
extinguishment of freedom of the press in the great sub-continent 
of India which for so many decades prided itself on its adherence 
to the principles of democracy which it has now abandoned. 
Thailand is only the last of the countries in this section of the 
world that have lost a free press.
In our own country, lawmakers in Congress and in the state 
legislatures, in the name of privacy, have attempted to surround 
the processes of criminal justice with secrecy and to conceal, 
expunge, and destroy the records of arrest, trial, acquittal, 
conviction, punishment, and even pardon. Members of the bench 
and bar, in the name of impartial justice, have sought to cloak in 
secrecy transactions in our courts that citizens, as of right, have 
claimed to be open to the public, in our western world, since the 
days of Magna Charta.
UNESCO is now meeting at Nairobi to consider a Soviet' 
inspired draft of a new convention on the press under which 
foreign news could be obtained only through government 
controlled wire services.
Such is the world view of freedom of the press in our time 
that a gloomy man might be tempted to describe the outlook in the 
■'elancholy words with which Sir Edward Grey, of the British 
Foreign Office, viewed Europe on the eve of World War I, when 
he said, ‘ ‘The lamps are going out all over Europe; we shall not 
see them lit again in our lifetime.”
To take a gloomy view of the outlook of freedom of the press, 
and our other liberties, however, would be too pessimistic. 
Liberty, in all its forms, lives, in the luminous phrase of Thornton 
Wilder, ‘ ‘moment by moment on the razor edge of danger” , It has 
been besieged since it first appeared in the affairs of the world. It 
has had to be fought for, generation by generation.
The great repository of the historic record in this library 
constitutes a mighty bulwark and powerful resource in that 
struggle. Here we have an arsenal of political weapons and 
rhetorical devices and philosophical explosives that can be 
drawn upon to defend freedom of the press now and in the future. 
The genius of scholars and the enthusiasm of patriots will exploit 
this mine of fact and reflection, this reservoir of thought and 
precedent.
The lamps of liberty sometimes may seem to be going out all 
over the world, but darkness will not prevail. The lights of 
freedom will be lit again, where they have been extinguished, and 
revived where they have been diminished. Your profession, and 
this great library, I am confident, will share in that restoration, 
and together summon up such a thundering testament to freedom 
of the press that no force can long prevail against it.
